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PIONEER FLORIDA
by T. F REDERICK DAVIS
M EXICAN S QUADRON B ASED

AT

K EY W EST , 1827 *

All general encyclopedias of American biography include an account of the life of David Porter
(1780-1843), United States naval officer, whose exploits while in command of the Essex in the South
Pacific in the War of 1812, remain a saga in the
history of our early navy. These accounts, however, do not include an important event in Commodore Porter’s career, the scene of which was laid
at and around Key West, Florida, in 1827, and
therefore is a part of Florida’s history.
In 1823, Commodore Porter was given the command of the West India squadron, with specific design to suppress piracy in those waters. Besides
the regular vessels of the navy, he was directed to
assemble an additional fleet of small vessels of light
draught capable of entering the coves and shallow
harbors in pursuit of pirates who made such places
a haven. This became popularly known as the “Mosquito Fleet”. The Mosquito Fleet was quickly assembled in the North, and set sail for Key West in
February, 1823, under the command of Commodore
Porter; Key West had been selected as a base for
the operations. Among the vessels of the fleet was
a steam boat, the Sea Gull, which was originally
built for a New York-Jersey City ferry boat; she
was rigged as a steam galliot, mounted three guns
and made a very respectable appearance - (Memoir
of Commodore David Porter, of the United States
Navy, by Admiral David D. Porter, 1875). The Sea
Gull, if not the first, was certainly among the first
* No. 12 of the “Pioneer Florida” series of historical sketches
from contemporaneous sources, beginning in the October, 1943,
issue.
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steam vessels to enter Florida waters, 1823. She
was in and around Key West for a year or more.
Commodore Porter went after the pirates with
characteristic vim, and their piratical activities had
reached a low ebb when an incident occurred that
resulted in unexpected consequences to himself. In
October 1824 Lieutenant Platt commanding the
Beagle heard that stolen goods had been secreted at
Foxardo, Puerto Rico, and sailed to investigate the
report. Upon landing, Lieutenant Platt was arrested, charged with being a pirate, and put in jail,
but was released after a short confinement. Commodore Porter, greatly incensed, sailed immediately
for Foxardo, where he landed a force and demanded
an apology from the Spanish officials, which was
promptly forthcoming. It is said that Porter had
enemies among the higher-ups in the Navy Department at Washington who were on the lookout for a
pretext to punish him, and the Foxardo affair
furnished it. He was recalled to Washington and
court-martialed on the specifications of conduct
unbecoming an officer and for transcending his
authority, convicted, and sentenced to a suspension
of six months. Astonished, and smarting under this
stigma, Commodore Porter resigned his commission
in the United States navy, August 18, 1826. In the
meantime, the Mexican government had offered him
a commission as “General of Marine” in the Mexican navy, with absolute authority over all naval
affairs. Porter went to Mexico to investigate the
circumstances, and finally accepted the offer at a
salary at $12,000 a year, and other emoluments. The
combat section of the Mexican navy shortly after
Porter took charge comprised the 32-gun frigate
Libertad; brig Guerrero, new, twenty-two guns ; brig
Victoria, eighteen guns ; brig Bravo, fourteen guns ;
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schooner Herman, five guns; and two small
gunboats-(Porter, op. cit.).
Towards the end of the year, 1826, Commodore
Porter, or “General” Porter as he was called in
Mexico, embarked upon a cruise against Spanish
commerce in the vicinity of Cuba-Spain had not
recognized the independence of Mexico and the two
countries were still at war technically. He had captured two prizes, which were sent to Vera Cruz, before he was chased by a superior Spanish squadron
into one of the harbors at Key West, where he came
to anchor, presumably in the forepart of January,
1827. Here, notwithstanding the supposed neutrality
of the United States in the troubles between Spain
and her American colonies, he made a belligerent
base for operations against Spanish commerce.
As a setting for coming events related in this
account, it is well to note the general situation at
Key West at that time. It was the remotest settlement of our Southern frontier. The business of
wrecking and salvage was paramount, with extortion practiced to a large degree. Smuggling was in
full swing. The field was wide open for illegal
operations of all kinds, for there was no constituted
national authority within prompt reach to prevent
them, except as came within the province of a loose.
customs system. The town was in the Eastern Judicial District of Florida with the United States courts
held at St. Augustine, where the marshal residedtoo far away to exercise any practical restriction
against illicit transactions. There was no military
restraint. The United States naval base formerly
maintained there had been abandoned in favor of
Pensacola. Commenting upon the situation, the
editor of one of the most influential publications in
the United States 1 suggested that a Federal court
1. Niles’ Weekly Register, Baltimore, July 14, 1827. This publication will hereafter be cited as NWR.
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be established at Key West, and that an army of
soldiers be sent to protect it.
Activities of Mexican Squadron at Key West
The Mexican squadron had hardly dropped anchor at Key West when a Spanish squadron, commanded by Commodore Laborde, appeared off the
port to blockade it. The two squadrons were in
plain sight of each other. The blockade was maintained regularly though ineffectively, for there were
six channels between the Keys near Key West
through which Porter’s cruisers could slip to sea;
from previous service there these channels were
thoroughly known to him.
Commodore Porter sent out his cruisers at will.
By the end of April, twenty-one prizes, some of
them of great value, had been captured or destroyed, among them the Joren-Marie with a cargo
of dry goods valued around $150,000, captured by
the Bravo and sent to Vera Cruz. The coasting
trade of Cuba had been practically destroyed, with
the exception of fishermen, who by Porter’s express
direction was not molested. Prize goods not sent
to Mexico were easily disposed of to small craft
plying among the Keys along the Florida coast.
So it is not strange that certain inhabitants of that
region winked at the presence of the Mexican
squadron in the harbor of Key West, and cared little about the question of “neutrality”.
Prisoners taken with the prizes, totaling two
hundred or more, were either sent to Mexico as
prisoners of war or temporarily held at Key West
for exchange purposes. On the other hand, it appears that Porter’s loss in prisoners was negligible
in number and confined to a single incident: the
Bravo had taken a prize and was making for Key
West when a Spanish cruiser gave chase. To save
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the prize from being retaken, she was beached. The
prize crew aboard was a lieutenant (an American),
a mid-shipman, and a boat’s crew of ten men, with
thirty-three prisoners. They got into the long boat
and at that moment the prisoners overpowered
their captors and took them to Havana.
Commodore Porter’s activities were not confined to the sea. According to an officer of his
squadron, writing on April 29, 1827 :2 “We carry
on a most annoying system of warfare; we enter
their harbors [Cuba], burn their vessels at their
anchorage, land, march into the country, and play
them all sorts of pranks. The Spaniards do not
know what the deuce to make of it, and are getting
exceedingly alarmed ; they do not know where it
will end.’’ [Written some 115 years before, it is
striking how closely this description fits into the
pattern of the famous Commando raids of the late
World War II.]
Remarking upon the activities of the Mexican
squadron, the editor of NWR (June 2, 1827), said:
“We are at peace with the people of Cuba, and
they are among our best customers. They receive
more of our breadstuffs, meats, fish, and manufactures than all the people of Europe counted
together; and if their captain-general shall shut
his ports in retaliation of these aggressions [that
is, retaliation against the United States for allowing Porter’s squadron to remain at Key West],
as it has been suggested that he may, what shall
we think of it?”
Deeming the Cuban situation well in hand, Commodore Porter sought to enlarge the scope of his
operations by combining the Mexican and Colombian squadrons to form a fleet of sufficient strength
for open naval warfare against Spain. In May,
2. NWR, June 2, 1827.
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he sailed for Mexico in the sloop Hound, a vessel
owned at Key West, for the purpose of preparing
a reinforcement for his squadron, which remained
apparently quiescent in its Key West anchorage.
Arriving at Vera Cruz May 18, he was received
with open arms by the Mexican government, given
absolute authority over the navy, and assured that
such funds as he desired would be provided. Previously, he had made a requisition for $30,000, and
was informed that he could draw for $60,000 if he
wished, which he did, and the drafts were actually
honored in Havana!
Porter remained in Mexico more than a month,
acclaimed by the Mexican people as a national hero.
He fitted out two vessels as a reinforcement for
his squadron and returned to Key West, to find
Laborde’s blockade still maintained. About this
time, the Colombian privateer Carobobo put into
Key West; then, accompanied by the Bravo, sailed
several miles out to sea, where the Colombian flag
was lowered and the Mexican flag hoisted, with
ceremonies. This seems to have been the first step
in combining the navies of the two Republics. The
incident almost marked the close of Porter’s career
with the Mexican navy, for the time being at least.
As the flags were being exchanged, Spanish cruisers
from Laborde’s squadron hove in sight. In the pursuit Porter was in grave danger of being captured,
but he out-maneuvered the Spaniards and reached
Key West in safety.
Early in July, Commodore Porter, in the Mexican brig-of-war Guerrero, sailed for Pensacola and
New Orleans, for the main purpose of recruiting an
additional force for his squadron. Upon arrival at
Pensacola he learned that the United States government had decided to investigate the affairs at Key
West. 3
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Accounts of the activities of the Mexican squadron at Key West began to appear in the American
press as early as February 3, 1827, and with increasing frequency and detail thereafter. Our government took no official action in the matter further
than addressing a note of inquiry to the Mexican
Minister at Washington, who in answer gave assurances that due respect should be paid to the United
States, until it received a formal note of protest
from the Spanish government, dated May 31, 1827,
containing charges that the Mexican squadron was
making a belligerent base of the port of Key West,
in violation of the treaties of neutrality between the
United States and Spain.
Henry Clay, Secretary of State, acknowledged
the Spanish note June 9th. 5 In his reply he discussed at length the question of what constituted a
breach of neutrality under existing treaties, being
careful to point out that Spain herself was violating
the laws of neutrality by maintaining a blockade of
the port of Key West. In commenting upon the
activities of the Mexican squadron as communicated
in the Spanish protest, he remarked: “If the force
of Commodore Porter, while his squadron has been
at Key West, has been augmented, if he has availed
himself of that position to send out Cruizers for the
purpose of annoying the Spanish Commerce, and
capturing Spanish Vessels, and returning into port
with them, and if he has undertaken to sell his prizes
3. The foregoing concerning the activities of Porter’s Mexican
squadron is derived from various newspaper and private
accounts published in NWR, 1827, issues of: Jan. 13 ; Feb. 3 ;
Mar. 31; Apr. 14, 28 ; May 19; June 2, 9, 30 ; July 14, 21, 28;
Aug. 18, 25.
4. The official documents cited are in The National Archives,
Washington, War Records, E. G. Campbell, Director.
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in that port, he has abused the hospitality of the
United States.” Abandoning the “if’s", Clay continued in a positive tone: “Assuming the accuracy
of the documents transmitted by you to this Department, which we have no reason to doubt, Commodore
Porter has made a belligerent use of that station
[Key West], which he ought not to have done. This
being the first authentic information which we have
received of his illegal conduct, I have the satisfaction to inform you that prompt and efficient measures will be taken to cause the neutrality of the
United States to be duly respected by Commodore
Porter’s squadron in the port of Key West.”
June 14, 1827, the Navy Department issued
orders to the commander of the naval forces at Pensacola, Commodore C. G. Ridgley, to proceed to Key
West and make an investigation of the situation
there. In doing this Ridgely was directed to conduct
the investigation in “the most conciliatory and least
offensive manner to the Commander of the Mexican
forces." 6
On the same day (June 14, 1827), the Secretary
of the Treasury despatched directions to the Collector of Customs at Key West, William Pinkney, to
enforce the law of neutrality against the Mexican
squadron. “In doing this you are authorized to call
to your aid any part of the naval forces of the
United States that you may have in your power to
communicate with at Key West should such aid become necessary in order to give the law effect.” A
5. H. Clay, Secretary of State, to Hilario de Rivas y Salmon,
Charge d’Affaires from Spain, 9 June, 1827 : Notes to Foreign
Legtions, Vol. 3.
6. Ridgely to Secy. of the Navy, Aug. 6, 1827: Records of the
Navy Dept., Captains’ Letters.
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copy of the orders from the Navy Department to
Commodore Ridgely was enclosed. 7
Coincidentally, Ridgely’s orders and Commodore
Porter arrived at Pensacola about the same time.
Ridgely communicated the gist of his orders to Porter ; this was the first notice the latter had received
that the United States was preparing to take a hand
in the affairs at Key West, as already noted in this
account. Porter replied to Ridgely’s letter without
delay, July 13th. He emphatically denied any violation of the neutrality of the United States, stating
that he was at Key West upon the hospitality of the
place, and that “when it is no longer agreeable to
the government of the United States that the naval
forces of Mexico shall enjoy the hospitality of Key
West, and the fact shall be officially communicated
to me, I shall [leave], so soon as I am also officially
informed that the blockade is raised and the squadron now in pursuit of me have returned to a Spanish
port and the sea left free for me to depart from the
anchorage at Key West; on no other terms should
I be justified in doing so”. 8 Commodore Porter left
Pensacola the next day and went to New Orleans.
Commodore Ridgely, in the U. S. sloop-of-war Hornet, sailed for Key West on the 16th, to start his
investigation.
Ridgely’s “investigation” was influenced largely by a report of William Pinkney, the Collector at
Key West, July 25, 1827, summarizing the activities
of the Mexican squadron since its arrival in that
port. Pinkney acquitted the commodore of the Mexican forces of every suspicion of a charge of having
violated the rights and jurisdiction of the United
States. In a lengthy postscript to his account, he
7. Richard Rush (Secy. of the Treas.) to William Pinkney,
Collector, Key West, June 14, 1827: R. G. 56, Gen. Records
of Treas. Dept.
8. NWR, Sept. 8, 1827.
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explained his own action in selling U. S. navy spars
to one of the Mexican ships of war. 9 Ridgely accepted Pinkney’s statements as a full exposition of
the matter as contemplated by his instructions, and,
considering his duties accomplished, he returned to
Pensacola August 5th.
While Ridgely was investigating, Commodore
Porter was in New Orleans, where he was accorded
cordial hospitality. At a public banquet in his honor
a toast was given, “Commodore Porter : The hero of
Valparaiso, and the fearless champion of American
liberty.” Loud and repeated bursts of applause
greeted this toast. At New Orleans, Porter’s main
business was to secure recruits for his ships. He
publicly distributed a broadside setting forth the
inducements for enlisting in the Mexican navy. One
of these broadsides fell into the hands of the U. S.
District Attorney, who proceeded to explain,
through the medium of a New Orleans newspaper,
the illegality of recruiting citizens of the United
States for service with foreign nations ; he had some
of the recruits arrested and put in jail. 10 Nevertheless, the people of New Orleans, like the people of
Key West, were not impressed by the violation.
A definitive account of what happened at Key
West after Ridgely’s departure is not obtainable.
The fact that Pinkney, who was charged with the
responsibility of enforcing the neutrality laws,
never called upon the naval forces indicates a peaceable procedure. Porter remained in New Orleans
certainly until August 20, but unquestionably kept
in close touch with his squadron at Key West. Presumably aware that “it is no longer agreeable to the
government of the United States that the naval
forces of Mexico shall enjoy the hospitality of Key
9. Pinkney to Ridgely, July 25, 1827: Naval Records, Captains’
Letters, July-October, 1827.
10. NWR, Sept. 8, 15, 1827.
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West” he decided to depart when Laborde’s blockade was either temporarily or purposely lifted.
Under date of August 31, 1827, Pinkney notified the
Treasury Department that “the Mexican Squadron
put to Sea at an early period this morning. The
Spanish Squadron has not been seen off [Key West]
for some time”. 11
So ended an event that could have easily exploded into far-reaching consequences. Had the
Captain-General of Cuba closed his ports to our
commerce, as was contemplated, the United States
would have been forced to break diplomatic relations
with Spain. Had Laborde gone in and attacked
Porter’s squadron in the harbor of Key West, as a
strong sentiment in Cuba favored, citing as a precedent the occupation of Pensacola 12 by General Andrew Jackson in 1814 and 1818, it would have meant
war with the United States, and in all probability the
loss of Cuba as a possession of Spain.
Commodore Porter remained with the Mexican
navy until 1829. He had become involved with the
Mexican government ostensibly over matters of
“policy”, but in fact it was intrigue and treachery
on the part of certain Mexican officials. Never condemned by the people of the United States, especially of the South, for the act that brought about his
court-martial, and forgiven by ‘“official’” Washington under the influence of his long-time friend
Andrew Jackson, who had just been inaugurated
President of the United States, Commodore Porter
returned to his native land. He was immediately
offered several important positions, but declined
them. When President Jackson offered him an appointment as consul-general to the Barbary States,
11. Records of Dept. of State: Miscellaneous Letters, AugustDecember, 1827.

12. NWR, June 9, 1827.
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which was more to his liking, he accepted it. From
this post he was transferred to Constantinople as
charge d’affaires, and in 1831 was made minister
resident there, which post he held until his death in
1843-(Porter, op. cit.). Two of the most distinguished officers of the United States navy were
guided in their preliminary training by Commodore
Porter-his son, David D. Porter and David G. Farragut, the latter of whom he had adopted in 1809.
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